In this article, the author makes a case for the metaphor of "Sea Mind" as seen through the lens of pedagogy and describes the importance of his perspective for teaching and teacher education. As a teacher educator who has engaged both educational and contemplative work, his essay introduces the concept of a Sea Mind's relationship to contemplative teaching and explores the challenge of maintaining healthy selves in a raging river of highstakes testing and test preparation and the rough waters of public school reform.
Introduction: The Common Core of a Toothache
For anyone who has had serious dental pain, what counts as "the next big thing" is irrelevant. The shooting or throbbing sensation easily recalled by survivors of dental procedures is singular and makes a powerful symbol of how socioeconomic issues can affect schooling. As Rothstein (2004) states above, dental care provides a sad aperture into school achievement, as toothaches can well impede student health and success, including attending class and taking tests. While dental care, per se, is only one of many variables that affect student attendance and achievement, the universal viscerality of tooth pain makes it a salient entrée into our brief discussion of the common core. Not the Common Core State Standards only, but the common core that both unites and lies fallow-shared humanity, kindness, universal sacrifice and suffering, and breath. Let us refer to an expansive and nonjudgmental attitude as Sea Mind-the sense of limitless possibilities and spontaneous flexibility that naturally occurs when we humans let go of ourselves as masters of the universe or apex predators of the earth and skies. Sea Mind represents an opening, a sense of expansiveness and clarity and wonder about the world.
Facing the sea's shore, many experience a sense of safe overwhelming-the expanse and depth can both intimidate and nurture, make both secure and insecure-at the enormity before us. There is also danger and a need for constant vigilance. The popular book and movie The Life of Pi, for example, evoked both real and imagined magic of the open water;
for the protagonist Pi, the sea was both sustenance and depletion, both friend and adversary.
Let us maintain as well that Sea Mind is a trait or a state rather than a place-there is no sea to go to, per se-that is accessible to all, even those landlocked or otherwise water-averse people. It is both a state, as in the expansive sense one feels while at the beach or shore, and a trait, as in those who seem able to access this sense as a normal or typical or regular feeling. In teaching and teacher preparation, such a perspective cannot be assumed.
In the brief essay that follows, I will make a case for the metaphor of Sea Mind seen through the apertures of pedagogy; that is, I will describe the importance of this perspective for teaching and teacher education. I am a teacher educator at a large public university who has long engaged with both educational and contemplative work, and this essay is one encapsulation of my wake from the burgeoning tide of contemplative teaching. The essay is structured by an introduction to the concept of Sea Mind and its relationship to contemplative teaching, followed by field and classroom explorations and anecdotes. The discussion and conclusion frame the paper in a larger academic and pedagogical context; specifically, the challenge of maintaining healthy selves in a raging river of high-stakes testing and test preparation and the rough waters of public school reform. The habit against which Greene (1995) cautions could refer to many things that occur in schools-the practice of elementary students lining up by height; the consistency of saying the Pledge of Allegiance every day in public schools; and the resolute gospel of high-stakes test scores can constitute habits which may well inhibit possibilities. As a means to "posit alternative ways of living and valuing," imagination allows the unthinkable to be thought and the veiled to shine through.
Two phrases I often use in my college teaching are, "You cannot imagine falsely," and "Nothing you create can be wrong," from The Life of Poetry by Muriel Rukeyser. Unlike the static and reductionist recall knowledge of a standardized test, students' imagination and creation, or creativity, are neither easily quantified nor always visible. Teaching with a contemplative perspective requires our vigilance at protecting such qualities in teaching and learning settings and policies. Teaching with a Sea Mind, then, includes the capacity, commitment, and courage to imagine and co-create rivers of possibility with our students.
Crafting Teacher Education Classes with Mindful Teaching
When I began teaching in 1990, I used methods I now consider to be part of my contemplative toolbox, but did not have a language or a field within which to frame them. presence and self-awareness in front of class is fundamental to teacher education. It is a listening closely for the sea in a shell, for finely attuning to the sound of the nuanced hum of synergistic sharing. Teacher education must attend to the affective domain, and teachers need to develop their inner resources, such as "interiority," including "capacities for presence and attention, breakthrough and clarity, detachment and metacognition, and emotional resilience and balance," (Hart, 2007, p. 247 Approximately ten years later, while observing a student teacher for the third and last time, an incident underscores the need to teach classroom presence and acceptance. The student teacher gave his final official teaching demonstration in front of his university supervisor, and it involved Business Math, computer terminals, and student research. The lesson was clear, interactive, and reasonable, but he was unprepared for a student's challenge to his authority as a teacher:
Student: Mr. R., Why do we have to do this?
Mr. R: (getting progressively more frustrated). It's an important assignment;
it's the end of the unit; and, and because I'll give you a Zero if you don't!
In the back of the room, I thought, "So close, Mr. R., so close." I use this example when preparing teachers because it illustrates the irreducible need for a strong teaching presence.
In this case, the class was going well, that is, the students were engaged in the lesson but the teacher could not realize and enjoy that harmony, preoccupied as he was with feeling challenged and perhaps disrespected in front of me, his university supervisor. His teaching presence was tenuous and it showed. And through this aperture-the need to develop the teaching presence-the worth of mindful teaching or contemplative pedagogy is made visible. The expansiveness of the sea is clarified.
Stage Exercise:
The acceptance of what is not yet-in the aforementioned case, selfconfidence in student teachers-is integral to the development of teaching perspective, presence, and acumen. In short, simply standing in front of the class can be challenging for many new teachers. The following exercise can be adapted in many ways, but here is the basic instruction: A minimal 'stage' area is set, with no lecterns, chairs, or desks impeding the classmates' view of the teaching candidate. The student simply walks mindfully to the front, pauses and takes a deep breath, stands up straight, makes eye contact at least once with everyone in the room, and mindfully walks off the 'stage,' takes another breath, and goes back to their seat. That's all there is to it, and yet it is invaluable to many of my students, most of whom are adolescents, are self-and other-conscious, and are at times uncomfortable being stared at. As teachers, they'll need to get over this, and the using the Stage helps.
Pith of Perspective Exercise: Nearly every semester I teach a class about equity and diversity in schools. i.e. I teach English because…or I will be a strong History advocate in order to…. This is the subjective or critical contribution. Last, I ask them to boil down their previous two paragraphs into a three or four word phrase. This is the creative or expansive contribution.
In being able to successful describe their pedagogical orientation, at least in a rudimentary and organic way, they are more easily introduced to the resolute need for clarity and confidence in teaching. Like a funnel or tributary that helps the flow of slow water, so too have I found contemplative practices such as this one to help students go slower and to create. The total exercise takes no more than five minutes but, in that time and that focus of attention, they come to better understand themselves as teachers-how they think about their field, their role in it, and the pith of their perspective on teaching.
Listening Exercises: In the same course, I assign a short article by Brenda Ueland, an early activity, most students remark on the difficulty of simply listening without commentary and as well on the difficulty of speaking without interruption for the same three minutes. In addition to slowing down their perspective about what three minutes feels like, the exercise helps them identify or even empathize with the disempowerment their students may feel if unable to speak in class.
Conclusion: Making Friends with Jellyfish in the Sea
Throughout the country, we are told that everything we have been doing in our schools is wrong. The education system that once was the envy of the world has become a hopeless, costly, out of control dinosaur. Further, we hear that the only way to save American education is through school reform-to manage our schools as though they were businesses, employing powerful, hard-nosed leaders who make tough rules and use data to measure students' progress and teachers' accountability in order to punish those who impede success, (John Owens, Confessions of a Bad Teacher, p. xvi.)
As the sea recedes, we are left with a low tide rendering of what remains. Mindful teachers and thoughtful citizens would do well to consider both the purposes as well as the measured effects of education; that is, why do we educate? If the development of a thoughtful citizenry is an aim, for example, it would seem our curricula, our systems of teacher preparation, and indeed our school policies would reflect such thoughtful consideration.
But as Owens (2013) illustrates, school "leaders who make tough rules and use data," seem more common and impactful than those who espouse curiosity, imagination, and transcendent vision. Jellyfish may be present, but may be avoided by living the "unexamined common sense," to which Maxine Greene alluded.
As part of the journey described herein, I led a mindful reading group for teachers at a local high school. We met weekly in a room in the library, and one of our readings was Coming to Century public education in North America, one thinks instead of limitations, of bite-sized readings, small enough to digest without preparation or attention. Perhaps canned tuna, as compared to fresh fish, fits into our sea metaphor here. What students of all ages and abilities need from formal schooling is much broader and more diverse than bite-sized curriculum and canned tuna; they need fresh fish. They need to not lose wonder about the world. As stated by Arthur Zajonc, An education that would reach beyond information must work deeper; it will need to transform the very container of consciousness, make it more supple and complex. For this, we educators need pedagogical tools other than those optimized for information transfer. At its most advanced stage, we will need to help our students and ourselves to create a dynamic cognitive framework that can challenge established intellectual boundaries, and even sustain the conflicting values and viewpoints that comprise our planetary human community. (Zajonc, 2006, p. 1-2) The paradoxes of teaching and teacher education include the ways in which the information age can cloud or clarify the purposes of schooling. Two examples from popular media exemplify this paradox. The first is a half-page graphic that appeared in The New York Times.
The artist Jonathan Harris printed a list of approximately forty sentence pairs, beginning
with "Data will help us remember, but will it let us forget?," and, salient to this paper, "It will help educators make excellent standardized tests, but will it help us embrace different standards of excellence?" Perhaps, perhaps not.
The second paradox reflects what happens when good ideas spread. In a Wired magazine article entitled "Enlightenment Engineers," the author provides a snapshot of the contemplative programming underway in Silicon Valley. The subtitle? "It's not just about inner peace-it's about getting ahead," meaning that an offshoot or by product of 'searching within ourselves" is already tied to productivity and profit. Thankfully, most of us can search within ourselves and simply become more mindful educators. Just as the sea swallows without regret, caring for sea mind requires a respect for predators and perils.
Programs such as those mentioned herein swim against the stream of testing and measurement and competition, and public figures from Tim Ryan to Goldie Hawn sound the foghorn, but those of us in the sea need to keep our heads above water. Students in our nation's schools and universities deserve the best creativity, imagination, and vision we have to offer, including a capacious perspective on the world. All educators can collectively care for the sea mind of transparency, inclusion, clarity, and expansiveness.
